PORT ORANGE – SHAPED BY CHOICE, NOT BY CHANCE

COMMUNITY SUSTAINABILITY AWARD NOMINATION

Port Orange is a forward thinking, innovative city devoted to quality services and facilities, sound fiscal judgment, and “out-of-the-box” thinking to creatively solve challenges in the most effective and efficient manner.  Shaped by choice, not by chance is more than just a motto—it is the foundation of Port Orange’s vision.  It is precisely this vision that has led to successful ventures such as the City’s Mitigation Bank Program.
Problem Assessment
Rather than leasing or buying small tracts of land for individual well locations, over two decades ago, the City of Port Orange purchased roughly 2,700 acres outside of the city limits to establish a wellfield network.  The City’s long-term vision was to ensure that adequate land was set aside for future needs and sustainability of the City’s water supply and recharge requirements.  Today, the City’s holdings total approximately 12,000 acres and include the State of Florida’s first municipal permitted wetland mitigation bank.
Although the property acquisition provided direct benefits to the City, the residents and the environment, it was not without challenges.  Some of the greatest challenges faced were how to manage the acreage, how to finance future acquisitions and how to demonstrate the wellfield did not create environmental damage.  The City Council has consistently mandated that the wellfield property be self-sustaining. To assist in these efforts, the City leased a portion of the property to a hunting club which not only pays an annual lease, but also patrols the area for trespassers and notifies the police department with any security concerns.  In addition, the City has developed a forestry program to manage the environmental resources on the land.  Most recently, the City realized a need for additional mitigation lands to help balance the City’s economic development and environmental preservation needs. 
Port Orange, not unlike other cities in Florida, has seen an increase in growth over the past decade.  Along with growth is a need to preserve and protect the area’s natural resources, while ensuring steps are taken to encourage a thriving business community.  The Mitigation Bank provides a vital role in balancing the City’s economic and environmental needs.
The Mitigation Bank is designed to offset adverse impacts of development by preserving and enhancing a regional ecosystem.  The function and benefits lost by moving the mitigation off site are offset by the ability of the bank to provide a complete habitat.  This is especially important for species dependent on multiple cover types.  The bank, when all phases of permitting are complete, will preserve in perpetuity, 5,199 acres dedicated to native habitat and the restoration of these acres to their original condition. 

In addition to wetland mitigation, the City was faced with difficulties in relocating protected species, such as gopher tortoises, when they were found on an industrial development project.  The City provided dedicated acreage in the wellfield property to relocate gopher tortoises and established a mitigation bank so that species from other development projects and areas could relocate the tortoises for a fee.

Program Implementation and Costs
Although the City’s initial wellfield property was purchased in the early 1980’s, the Mitigation Bank Program was not permitted until 2004.  The City made application to St. John’s River Water Management District for two phases for a total of 5,119 acres.  Phase I, comprised of 2,734 acres, was divided into two banks.  One bank was devoted to municipal projects and the other was dedicated to private development.
The City established a fee structure by ordinance that ranged from $40,000 to $50,000 per wetland mitigation credit depending on the timeframe in which is was purchased.  These fees are due prior to the release of credits and are specifically earmarked to the City’s Mitigation Fund which is used to acquire additional lands and maintain the City’s land holdings.  City projects are also responsible for paying into the Mitigation Fund through an intra-City transfer.  
The Gopher Tortoise Bank was formally established in 2006 and currently provides 65 acres for relocation.  The City sells the credits at $800 per tortoise for projects within the city limits; $1,000 for those within Volusia County; and $1,200 for those outside of the County.  These dollars are also placed into the Mitigation Fund to help sustain the property and its management.
Tangible Results or Measurable Program Outcomes
The Mitigation Bank Program has been highly successful for the City of Port Orange and its residential, business and environmental communities.   From an environmental perspective, the mitigation bank has restored two artificially drained wetlands and is restoring adjoining upland buffers on the remaining wetlands.  It is restoring the natural hydro-period and water level in the wetland through permanent ditch blocks and new native plantings are reducing the recovery time of the land back to a forested wetland.  The Mitigation Bank has secured the funding to continue to manage this important piece of land, located in the only large undeveloped area left in the County, and ensure it remains economically feasible to do so.  Continued monitoring on the wellfield property shows that the municipal wellfields and mitigation bank property can work harmoniously and that no damage to the wetlands has occurred.  The average static water levels in every well are actually higher now than when the wellfield was created.  The establishment of the Mitigation Bank on the wellfield lands has proven to be a biologically sound and ideal use for the property, protecting both the above and below ground resources for the future.
From an economical standpoint, the creation of the Mitigation Bank has allowed commercial and industrial projects, which are important to building the City’s non-residential tax base and to adding employment opportunities, to develop in defined areas within the community.  The Mitigation Bank Program, including wetland and gopher tortoise credits, has raised revenues of over $4.1 million since 2006.  The project has been so successful that the City is currently working with the Army Corps of Engineers to permit an additional 2,385 acres for wetland mitigation and 1,000 acres for gopher tortoise relocation.
Lessons Learned
Throughout this project, and many others that the City of Port Orange has undertaken over the years, the greatest lesson learned is that it is vital to plan for the future and take steps along the way that will ensure your success.  The City of Port Orange, through its formal ”Vision” has identified the importance of a sustainable community and has consistently taken proactive measures to provide for a balance of residential, economic, and environmental needs.
The initial implementation of the wetland portion of the Mitigation Bank Program was so successful that the City added the gopher tortoise relocation as another opportunity.  The City is also expanding mitigation efforts by increasing the number of permitted acres available for the bank.  Through the sale of credits, the City has consistently monitored and maintained the lands to make certain that no adverse effects were occurring.  The Wetland Mitigation Bank Program clearly shows that a municipality can be creative and entrepreneurial with out compromising its environmental needs and responsibilities.  The City of Port Orange has also partnered with a neighboring city as well as the County to undertake similar projects on jointly owned land.

Taking proactive steps to meet all of the needs of the community is why Port Orange is shaped by choice, not by chance.
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